Moves are afoot to merge several of Japan's leading government laboratories into a single structure somewhat similar to Germany's Max Planck Society.
Advocates of the merger say that it would provide a focal point for top-quality research, and would aid collaboration between laboratories specializing in different disciplines. But critics are already preparing to resist the plan, which will surface later this month in a discussion paper to be published by the education ministry.
The plan would bring together some 14 government-run research institutes, including the High Energy Accelerator Research Organization (KEK) in Tsukuba, north of Tokyo, the National Institute of Genetics in Mishima, south of the capital, and the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka.
Proponents of the reform in the education ministry are hoping to build a structure that could allow quick entry into new fields of research, close down outdated research facilities, rationalize administration and incorporate a more systematic approach to intellectual property (see page 354). They say that the new structure would give the laboratories a stronger footing to survive the Japanese government's continuing efforts to streamline all of its activities.
But the proposal is getting mixed reviews. Yoshiki Hotta, director of the National Institute of Genetics, points out that the merged group would still not be strong enough to be a central core for Japanese scientific research unless other major research institutes, such as the Institute of Physical and Chemical Research (RIKEN), were included. "If it could give scientists more of a voice in the government, it would be good," says Hotta, "but it's not clear that that will happen."
Other institute heads say they fear that the merger would force them into negotiating their research programmes with other, unrelated institutes, instead of directly with the education ministry, as happens at present. "These institutes have such different purposes," observes KEK's director, Hirotaka Sugawara. "How can they have a consistent organization that functions as one?" But Hideo Mohri, president of Okazaki National Research Institutes (ONRI) in Aichi, another institute included in the plan, is enthusiastic. When the ONRI was formed from three institutes, they each retained autonomy, he says. "A merger is not a bad direction to go in," Mohri says.
Most agree that a merger could create opportunities to share resources. KEK's X-ray facility could prove useful, for example, to archaeologists at the National Museum of Japanese History who want to identify artefacts, says Sugawara.
"It could work, but many things still need to be ironed out," says Hotta. Details about how to split the financial resources between institutes with budgets of widely varying sizes are still under discussion.
If it is approved by the education ministry and the Council for Science and Technology Policy, the reform plan could be implemented by 2004, government officials say. s argued that the only way to enforce a ban on reproductive cloning would be to ban research cloning as well. He warned, however, that this did not necessarily mean that the panel would oppose the practice. "There is a division in this room about the feasibility and morality of doing research cloning, and where people will come out on that I don't know," he said.
Some observers emphasized the Bush council's strong conservative leanings. "This panel is heavily theological and religious and is also made up of many people whose first impulse about science and technology is sceptical," said Arthur Caplan, director of the Center for Bioethics at the University of Pennsylvania.
In any case, it remains unclear what role the panel will have in influencing federal cloning legislation. The House of Representatives has already supported a law that would ban cloning altogether, whereas the Senate is likely to favour a narrower ban that would allow therapeutic cloning.
With neither body inclined to budge, observers say that Bush may have little to gain from taking a strong position on the issue, whatever his bioethics council recommends. Bush has already expressed a desire to see all types of cloning outlawed, and his council may well adopt the same position. But this does not necessarily mean that he will take the politically risky path of trying to force the Senate's hand.
As the federal government considers its position on the issue, science marches on. In November, the Massachusetts biotechnology firm Advanced Cell Technology claimed that it had cloned human embryos, prompting many states to draft their own cloning laws.
Last week, for example, an advisory council weighed in on California's ban on reproductive cloning, which is set to expire at the end of this year. The advisory council, chaired by Hank Greely, a bioethicist at Stanford University, recommended that California renew the ban, but also said that the state should continue to allow therapeutic cloning. The state legislature will soon be considering whether to make all cloning illegal or simply to outlaw reproductive cloning and leave research cloning untouched.
Across the country in Wisconsin, the state in which James Thomson first isolated human embryonic stem cells, legislators are evaluating several proposals to restrict cloning. State houses in Massachusetts, Kentucky and Colorado are also debating their own laws.
But a Florida proposal is perhaps the most prophetic. The bill bans cloning for any purpose, and adds a uniquely American twist by allowing a cloned human to sue the scientists involved in his or her creation. Craig Venter leaves top Celera post
